The History of Cholera in Ethiopia The first epidemic of which we have record appears to have occurred in the 1830s when the disease is known to have broken out in many countries, having been reported in Persia and later in several other parts of the east. Hirsch later observed that the outbreak was 'probably the continuation of a pestilential progress from Egypt through Tripoli and Tunis, the wider ramifications of which may be seen in the epidemics that prevailed at the same time in Abyssinia, on the East Coast of Africa from Somaliland to Zanzibar, and in the Sudan countries, Khartoum, Kordofan, Darfur and Waday'.8 The actual chronology in Ethiopia, where at least two distinct outbreaks seem to have taken place, is however, obscure, for the travellers of the period, most of whom learnt of the event at second hand, give differing dates. Thus Johnston writes of 1830-1, Harris of 1833, Kirk of 1834 and 1835, d'Abbadie of 1835, and Krapf, Wolff and Gobat of 1836. All writers nonetheless agree as to the magnitude of the epidemic. Kirk, a British surgeon attached to the diplomatic mission led by Cornwallis Harris, gives perhaps the most exact account. He believed that there were in fact two outbreaks. The first, which took place in 1834, led to 'great mortality' in Shoa. Turning to the geographical incidence of the disease he added: 'Its course is said to have been from north to south, first appearing on the frontiers of the Wollo country, and passing to the districts inhabited by the Galla tribes to the south and southwest, from whence most probably it penetrated to the unknown regions of central Africa. The more elevated regions of Shoa remained nearly free from the disease, a few isolated cases only appearing at Ankobar [the Shoan capital] and Angolalla. In character it appears to have resembled the Asiatic cholera, and to have been marked by vomiting, purging and spasms, the cases usually terminating fatally in twenty-four hours.' The second outbreak occurred in the following year, 1835, when a drought resulted in a 'severe famine' followed by an epidemic characterized by severe pain in the abdomen and frequent purging of blood under which the sufferer usually sank in from eight to ten days. There was then 'a great mortality' throughout Shoa, the population of Ankobar having been 'half depopulated'." Johnston, a British ship's surgeon, apparently describing this second outbreak, agrees that it was particularly serious as it came after two successive crop failures had reduced the population to 'the greatest extremity' with the result that at Ankobar 'nearly two thirds' of the poverty-stricken inhabitants perished of cholera which, he records, was locally known as agwert.10 The intensity of the epidemic owed much to the capital's poor sanitary conditions.11 Harris observed that the disease 'as might have been anticipated, spread with fearful virulence in the foul city . . . one half of the whole population were speedily swept away'.12
The northern provinces were also seriously affected. D'Abbadie recalls that an eye-witness told him that on a journey inland from Massawa in the summer of 1835 he had seen no less than forty-four members of his caravan die between dawn and dusk and that though a number of sufferers were taken back to Richard Pankhurst all of them perished,13 while Gobat says that in May 1836 'for about three weeks the daily number of deaths' in the large commercial centre of Adowa 'averaged from thirty-six to forty in a population of about three thousand',1' a statement which would suggest that some 700 to 800 persons, or about a quarter of the population, perished. Another missionary, Wolff, declares that the epidemic was still raging in the city in the following month.1' The magnitude of the calamity is further apparent from the statement of another missionary, Krapf, that the population of the provinces of Wallo and Lasta had been 'considerably thinned',1 and by d'Abbadie's observation that in one fertile province all sowing had been abandoned, the inhabitants having abandoned the area which was in consequence almost entirely depopulated. He adds that the incidence of the disease was, however, considerably greater towards the coast, and that, though serious at Dabra Tabor, where many soldiers and other poor people were quartered, had entered neither Gojam nor the Galla country.'7
The society, according to d'Abbadie, was fully aware of the contagious character of the disease,18 and King Sahla Sellase is reported by Harris to have 'sought strict seclusion in the remote palace at Machel-wans, where he would see no person until the plague was stayed; and those who survived of his terror-stricken subjects fled for a season from a hill which was declared by the superstitious priesthood to have been blasted by a curse from heaven'. Belief in the supernatural similarly caused a black bull to be led through the streets of Ankobar, while the inhabitants carried stones upon their heads, the traditional sign of repentance.19
The next major epidemic occurred a generation later in the 1850s and again apparently formed part of an international outbreak.20 The disease seems to have been particularly serious in the west of the country towards the Sudan frontier. Flad, a missionary, recorded in 1856 that on a two and a half mile journey along the main trade route from Matamma to Wahni he saw no less than one hundred skeletons and that fifteen to twenty persons were dying daily at each of the villages he passed. Once again the people had sought safety in flight: there had been a great exodus from Matamma to the highlands and at the trading centre of Wahni he found only five merchants, all the remainder having fled to the hills.21 A contemporary Ethiopian chronicler, Dabtara Zaneb, states that God sent down a major epidemic and that numberless people died all over the country, the disease which took the form of diarrhoea and vomiting killing them irrespective of whether they were standing, sitting or sleeping. Death came so suddenly that the disease was called naftanya fangal, apparently because it struck down its victims as swiftly as did the naftanya, or rifleman, though in Shoa the term agwert continued to be used. 
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The History of Cholera in Ethiopia of the period, Alaqa Walda Maryam, likewise refers to the epidemic as naftanya and adds that it broke out among the Emperor's troops, many of whom succumbed of this 'truly terrible' disease which killed large numbers of people between dawn and dusk on a single day. 23 The extent of the dislocation wrought by this epidemic was underlined in a report by the British consul, Walter Plowden, who wrote on 23 June that Tewodros, who was then in Gojam, had planned to march into Tigre to suppress a rebellion, but that the 'fatal cholera' had 'disorganized the army'. The epidemic, he adds, 'is ravaging the country, and scarce any who are attacked recover; it last appeared here twenty-two years since [i.e. in 1834], and the consternation it now causes is in proportion to the ignorance of the people, and the inefficiency of medical aid; all business, even markets, are suspended'.'8 Later, however, the Emperor struck camp and made for land of higher elevation. Alaqa Walda Maryam says that many men fell from their horses and mules on the journey but, on entering the province of Begemder, the disease came to an end through the goodness 
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Richard Pankhurst he paid a lightning visit to Qorata, as Blanc thought, 'to judge for himself if the cholera was raging there at the time or not'. He adds that the monarch 'made many inquiries on the subject'. The Emperor's curiosity was, however, disastrous, for within a matter of days the cholera had broken out in the royal camp, and, as Blanc records, 'hundreds were dying daily. In the hope of improving the sanitary condition of his army, the Emperor moved his camp to some high ground a mile or so north of the town; but the epidemic continued to rage with great virulence both in the camp and in the town. The church was so completely choked up with dead bodies that no more could be admitted, and the adjoining streets offered the sad sight of countless corpses, surrounded by the sorrowful relatives, awaiting for days and nights the hallowed grave in the now crowded cemetery. Smallpox and typhus fever also made their appearance, and claimed the victims cholera had spared. '2 Tewodros, fully conscious of the infectious character of the disease, accordingly decided on 12 June to leave, as Blanc records, 'for the higher and more healthy province of Begemder'.3 The march, according to Waldmeier, one of the missionaries at the court, was, however, 'very difficult ... We had to travel in the midst of a crowd of 100,000 soldiers, women and children. Some sick, dying and even dead, were carried in the crowd, and many others lay dead on the ground, the multitude passing over them, so that the smell became fearful, and the lamentation for the dead was heart-rending.'"M By 14 June the soldiers were several thousand feet above the lake, but the cholera, smallpox and typhus fever continued unabated, whereupon, Blanc continues, ' His Majesty inquired what was usually done in our country under similar circumstances. We advised him to proceed at once to the higher plateau of Begemder, to leave his sick at some distance from Dabra Tabor, to break up as far as possible his army, and distribute it over the whole province, selecting a few healthy and isolated localities where every fresh case that broke out should be sent'. The same observer goes on to say that 'the sovereign acted upon this advice' which was not surprising in that it accorded so closely with the traditional customs of his country. 35 Despite the wisdom of this evacuation there was no immediate respite. Waldmeier relates that several of his servants fell ill and died on the road and that on arrival at his house at Gafat near Dabra Tabor his wife was 'seized with a violent attack of cholera, followed by typhus fever, which was so dangerous that she was brought to the very brink of the grave ... The cholera prostrated all our servants, and some of them died ... the angel of death was daily claiming its victims.'36
The epidemic was so serious that Blanc 
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The History of Cholera in Ethiopia Tewodros 'before long had the satisfaction of seeing the several epidemics lose their virulence, and, before many weeks, disappear entirely'."" This is confirmed by Waldmeier who notes that 'by degrees the cholera passed away'."
The magnitude of this epidemic was such that Hirsch may well have been correct in describing it as a 'point of departure' for the southward advance of cholera into the country of the Gallas, who, he suggests, had previously been little affected by the disease.'
The foreign oiging of the disease was clearly understood by the Ethiopians. Parissis, a Greek physician at the court of Emperor Yohannes, discovered a generation later that the oldest inhabitants of Tigre remembered a cholera epidemic-apparently that of 1865-6-and categorically declared that the infection had been brought by Indian traders to Massawa whence it had penetrated inland."
The last nineteenth-entury outbreak or series of outbreaks, though once again international in scope, owed much to local circumstances, rinderpest and other circumstances having led from 1889 to 1892 to a great famine of unprecedented proportions, which caused the debilitated population to fall easy victim to infections of all kinds.' The exact history of this outbreak is, however, uncertain. An Italian physician at Massawa, Dr. Filippo Rho, states that cholera was brought to that port from Arabia in July 1890 by pilgrims returning from Mecca." A French officer, Paul de Lauribar, suggests, on the other hand, that the disease had already broken out in the interior some months earlier and was actually brought to the Italian colony of Eritrea by destitute persons crossing the frontier from Ethiopia in the hope of finding work in Asmara. The disease was, he says, rampant in Eritrea from the end of 1889 to July 1890, and Italian carabiniers and native troops were continually going up and down the main streets of the town burning corpses, while immigration across the frontier was prohibited and many immigrants were forcibly deported."6 Despite the stringency of such measures a further outbreak was reported along the Setit river in western Eritrea in 1891.4" Testimony as to the extent of the destruction is afforded by Theodore Bent, a British traveller who visited the northern provinces in 1893, after which he wrote: 'Civil war, famine and an epidemic of cholera have, within the last decade, played fearful havoc ... villages are abandoned, the land is going out of cultivation ... It is scarcely possible to realize, without visiting the country, the abject misery and wretchedness which has fallen upon the Ethiopian empire during late years."47 Describing the village of Dabarwa he adds that it had been 'decimated' by cholera and smallpox: 'a few piles of stones, an almost ruined church, and a few wretched hovels are all that is left.'"
